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Labelling in special education is not new and identification (or diagnosis) is usually sought by various parties whether that be the school, parent, or even the proposed recipient him or herself. Professor Leo Kanner, a Child Psychiatrist in the USA, writing in 1967 provides an interesting historical account of the beginnings of special schooling around the world. In the USA there was The Institution for the Feebleminded Youth in Ohio, (1857), in Belgium there was an asylum created for 270 children who were deemed to be idiots and epileptics and who were divided into ‘improvables’ and ‘nonimprovables’(1892). In Italy the first school was created for ‘mental defectives’ (1889) and in 1898 there was the creation of the National League for the Protection of Backward Children, which indicates an interest in child welfare (Kanner, 1963). Nowadays the language may not be seen to be as severe but the question of labelling in special education is ever present. In Chapter 4.1 of this book Nancy Hansen comments that ‘disability is rarely referred to or described in positive terms’ [PAGE NUMBER TO BE ADDED AT SETTING STAGE] thus highlighting the disparity in the reasoning for labelling.

What is in a name can say much about the personality of a person associated with a group or the supposed meaning of the said group. Take, for instance, The Lunatics’ Friend Society (Hervey, 1984) which would not now be taken seriously as a legitimate advocate for the rights of psychiatric patients due to its name but in the 1850s this name was not as ridiculous as it would seem today and gained valuable concessions from the UK parliament with regards to voluntary admittance to psychiatric institutions. Terms become softer over each prevailing year but they are still labels and they will develop their own positive or negative persona and take the labelled person on a lifelong journey.  

Labelling is the ‘old chestnut’ of human taxonomy. The need to slot people, events and things into various categories seems to have been around since time immemorial. Heretic, heathen, charlatan, joker, left-wing, right-wing, homosexual, lesbian, and disabled are all evocative terms depending on your particular slant. The concept of labelling has occupied the minds of many influential people including that of the Canadian Sociologist Erving Goffman who in various influential studies in the 1950s and 1960s (see Goffman, 1959; 1963) demonstrated that how people perceive you is crucially important to how you outwardly present yourself in ‘everyday life’ thereby suggesting that even low-level labelling has an influence on how one interacts in any given situation. According to Goffman (1963) having a mental illness meant that you were stigmatised, invariably for life, and this had a bearing on how you were treated in or by ‘the system’ and possibly just as crucially when you are in public and thus out of ‘the system’. 

ANTI-PSYCHIATRY AND ANTI-LABELLING IN THE 1960S 
This could be similar for people who are in the realm of the special education sphere who are given a label and are treated in a certain way by peers and/or support staff. Does this label allow focus on the ability of the individual or do they become categorised and thus de-individualised? Söder (1989) takes a sociological perspective and discusses the social constructionist approach to labelling and suggests that ‘…theories of labeling have become common, emphasizing how categorization through diagnoses and labels underlines the handicap and diminishes opportunities for personal development’ (p. 117). As was the argument put forward by the influential Scottish psychiatrist R. D. Laing who proposed the notion of allowing psychiatric patients to be involved in their own treatment despite what the label would normally dictate (Laing, & Esterson, 1963). This was revolutionary in the 1960s and was part of what was called the Anti-Psychiatry movement (although Laing himself did not consider himself to be part of this), which put forward a policy of moving towards less medication on labelled patients, and more focus on an individual’s healing journey. The issue, as it relates to labelling in special education, is that for several decades the movements to highlight the folly of relating to people as a labelled category inevitably ignores the important characteristics of their personality. The word ‘person’ is technically a label but with only neutral connotations but each person must be understood differently. Overuse of labels depersonalizes the individuality of each person who receives a label. There is no negative label for individuality. However, a cautionary word comes from Söder (1989) who states that ‘…it is suggested that policies intended to be non-labelling are actually attaching a new meaning to disability, a meaning that tends to render disability invisible’ (p. 117). 

USEFULNESS OF LABELLING – DEMANDS OF ‘THE SYSTEM’
The argument about whether labels are necessary or not seem to always be a poor second to the somewhat engrained human obsession of categorization. Since most bureaucratic systems operate in this way means that the labelling of people, whether helpful or unhelpful, is inevitable. Individualistic differences do not sit very well in a large system ergo the grouping of various individuals into developed and generally fixed terms. Large systems are not built to work in any other way so we should not be surprised that labelling in special education is an essential aspect of many governmental systems, which categorise need. However this does not mean that it is correct and effective in the education sphere (Blum & Bakken, 2010; Huang & Diamond, 2009), which usually sets out to value individual differences through the aspirational policy of inclusion in schools (Boyle, Scriven, Durning, & Downes, 2011). 

Within a public education system there is usually the consideration as to who is involved with the labelling and the categorisation of children in schools. It is more likely that the educational/school psychologist (who normally would be the main referral point) is part of the system and when cognitive profiles are produced it is usually, according to Mandell, Davis, Bevans & Guevara (2008), the same people that make recommendations for a specific service or school placement. This looks to be inherently biased in that decisions of placement or provision are made on reports that may not be independent and may in fact perpetuate a system where ‘…need may drive the label that children receive’  (Mandell, et al., 2008, p. 42). Furthermore, from a social constructivist perspective there is always the consideration that the need to have service providers such as educational psychologists and/or special education teachers and/or specialist provisions thrives on ‘…keeping others in a dependent position’ (Söder, 1989, p. 120).  AUTHOR’S NAME in Chapter 4.11 of this book discusses the psychologist’s role as being the ‘gatekeepers of the system’ and how some psychologists refer students to specialist provisions far more than others.  However, there is another aspect to this as is pointed out in Norwich (1999) who suggests that by not applying a label then some children with special needs will not be provided with the necessary support thus being disadvantaged by being missed by the ‘system’ as a label has not been attributed. 

So the question that needs to be considered is whether having a system of categorization and labelling actually supports the systems that have been created around them or if they are, as indeed they were intended, to support vulnerable people accessing various government services i.e. in this case access to reasonable educational opportunities. This point is discussed in more detail in the following paragraphs.

In the USA the term ‘Mental Retardation’ is still widely used and is a classification in the DSM-IV, however many practitioners and the general public may find this term somewhat pejorative and maybe even abhorrent. However, this term has remained in the psychological nomenclature to label certain characteristics of a person’s personality over a number of years. Whereas in other countries, such as the UK, labels have tended to shift or be phased out in order to prevent them gaining certain connotations e.g., ‘ineducable’ is no longer in usage and dyslexia has quite often been referred to the somewhat softer label of ‘Specific Learning Difficulties’ (SLD). However, with regards to the dyslexia label, it has never really found its way out of the special education vocabulary and is easily recognised and understood by most people as a difficulty of reading whereas the meaning of SLD is not immediately clear and using this label may lead to confusion outside the realm of the education official (see a related discussion in Taylor, Hume & Welsh, 2010). Many labels can be described as derogatory or debilitating but changing them to a ‘new’ label usually has no measurable effect. In the UK, in the 1980s, changing ‘disability’ to ‘special educational needs’ in essence created a new label – the very object that was trying to be avoided. Many current examples in the playground of peers referring to each other as ‘special’ in order to put someone down indicates that ‘the ball eventually finds the goalposts, no matter how far they are moved’.

LABELLING IN SPECIAL EDUCATION
The notion of labelling in special education has two main purposes: 1) to provide reasonable access to extra support within the standard school system for those that are deemed to require it; 2) to indicate a cohort of needs and/or learning styles that can inform and strengthen teaching practice. It is necessary for the system to provide schools with a mechanism in order to acquire additional funding so that they are able to follow the principles of supporting the range of needs in the education establishment. However, there is a potential negativity attached to labelling in the school system in that the focus may be on what the student is having difficulty with in school and elsewhere and does not recognise the strengths and individuality of that person (Blum & Bakken, 2010). However, many teachers can and do understand the limitations of negative labelling and will already be aware of students’ strengths due to the intensive nature of classroom teaching. Teachers are best placed to focus on the strengths of their students and thus develop individual programmes which accentuate their individual strengths, irrespective of a label.

Hitherto, the ideal of providing specialist provision to children who require additional support is laudable but the notion of who should be labelled as opposed to who requires additional support in school is worthy of a brief discussion. An interesting paper by Duhaney and Salend (2010) suggested that we have gone backwards throughout the last two centuries vis-à-vis special education. They state that ‘the progress in educating individuals with disabilities was thwarted by the advent of intelligence testing in the early twentieth century as it led to an emphasis on more rigid notions of normality’ (p. 716). Of course this is debatable but it emphasises the erroneous nature of an over-reliance on IQ testing to provide extra support to students. An interesting discussion is contained within Part Four of this book: Identifying and Meeting the Needs of Children with Learning Difficulties, where ‘intellectual ability’ is often alluded to in both the definition and diagnosis of some learning difficulties. A counter argument to that of Duhaney and Salend is that gaining a label can be considered helpful and that the results of a cognitive test (usually given as an IQ score) contributes towards identification of the difficulty, access to resources, and possibly treatment (Lauchlan & Boyle, 2007). Therefore, the label may be necessary depending upon the system that is in place in that country. It would be senseless not to label a child to make a sociological point if that meant that there could be no access to services for the person and family that required it. 

In the USA fiscal monies are only provided to schools if an actual disability is identified thus suggesting that if a label was not applied then it would not be possible to gain access to funding thus meaning that the child would not gain the required level of recommended support (Blum & Bakken, 2010). On this notion of the need to label for a needs driven funding system to operate Norwich (1999) makes an important distinction between labels that are used to describe various syndromes such as ADHD or Autistic Spectrum Disorder which he regards as being an acceptable practice to give some general context to areas of difficulty. However, Norwich advocates that these types of labels should be used to describe children who receive different levels of support, which are in addition to that available to all children in the class. In this argument the individuality of the child is lost in the system’s demand for a categorization of the child’s needs and thus a particular label. Norwich highlights the dilemma that if children are identified and thus labelled then there is the probability of social stigmatization. However, the dilemma exists such that if they are not identified in the aforementioned way then they do not get access to resources i.e., no label equals no money therefore no support.
  
Lauchlan and Boyle (2007), who were at the time of their study both prominent British educational psychologists, questioned whether the use of labels in special education was useful or not and made a fairly damning assertion that the overall effectiveness of such titles was very limited. This point was made much earlier in this chapter by Söder (1989) who suggested that the very notion of attaching a label meant that others socially constructed the character of that person based on a label that was provided by a professional at some point in time. As Söder puts it, ‘…characteristics become interpreted in light of his disability. The personality freezes, so to speak, in the format of the disability’ (p. 120).  

The ‘how’ of labelling is equally controversial and seems to depend on what ‘the system’ requires in order to allocate funds. Lauchlan and Boyle (2007) suggested that it was only recently that many Local Education Authorities (LEAs) in the UK were moving away from the psychometric nature (cognitive testing) of providing labels according to scores from those tests. Allocating resources based on this method is inherently flawed and has been known to be for some time to be so (e.g. Klassan, Neufield & Monro, 2005). Over 30 years ago the questions about IQ testing in schools were being asked, as they are now and Resnick (1979) suggested that ‘…IQ tests … are likely to be functionally necessary in schools as long as the present form of special education for the mentally handicapped remains with us – or until we are prepared to spend substantially more…’ (p. 252). Resnick perceived that the labeling of children based on psychometric scoring principles would only continue if the same type of special education set-up would be taking place. At that time in the USA this was referring to the separated (special and mainstream) school system and the requirement that there were a finite amount of resources. Labouring the usefulness or otherwise of psychometric testing is not within the bounds of this chapter but a useful quote from David Weschler, who developed many tests based on the notion of general intelligence was always very clear in his early manuals of the limits of using these types of tests in isolation and that scores are not fixed through a person’s life, despite many people in education still believing this. Weschler opened his 1944 book on adult intelligence on a controversial note as follows, ‘some time ago when interest in intelligence tests was at its height, a prominent psychologist is reported to have answered an inquiry as to what he meant by intelligence by saying that it is what intelligence tests measure’ (Weschler, 1944, p. 3). The point is that this statement was made almost 70 years ago and referring to some time even before then, thus indicating what one of the pioneers of intelligence testing thought of an over-reliance of scores based on these measures.

As was asked at the beginning of this chapter ‘What’s in a name?’ can be an important question regarding categories in special education especially when resources are provided based on these labels. However, labels have connotations and can have fairly diverse meanings in different contexts e.g. in industry being described as having a special qualification is hardly likely to engender any negative descriptions as it is presumed that the holder has a useful and in demand qualification. However, if we use the same term to describe a student (whether in a mainstream or specialist provision) as having a ‘special’ qualification or sitting ‘special’ exams then the emphasis is on the fact that the student has done something alternative which does not really have value in the outside world. The dreaded quotation marks say it all. What’s in a name is important and the connotations therein. Norwich (1999) surveyed three groups comprising, pre-service teachers, experienced teachers, and trainee educational/school psychologists in order to find out if there were negative or positive reactions to certain terms used in special education. He found that more medicalised terms such as abnormality and deficit came out very negatively and were therefore regarded by education staff as being unhelpful and inappropriate in the field. Conversely, terms such as special educational needs and learning difficulties came out positive thus indicating that some DSM labels, for example,are inappropriate and poorly related to the educational environment.

Continuing the ‘what’s in a name’ theme a 2004 High Court Case in the UK (reported in Lauchlan & Boyle, 2007) where a former student sued the LEA because they had not identified the student as being dyslexic. It was found that the school had taken several steps to ameliorate the reading difficulty and had put in place several strategies which were regarded as being effective in helping improve reading and generally support the student in school.  Even though the term ‘dyslexia’ was not recorded or specifically used the support that was provided was proven to be completely in keeping with the level of difficulty irrespective of whether a label was used or not. The Court found in favour of the LEA because the school had put in place an appropriate level of intervention in order to support the student. Lauchlan and Boyle suggest that, ‘If the use of the label does not lead to improved, or more appropriate and targeted educational intervention, then one may legitimately question its value’ (p. 37).  However, despite this particular legal ruling it should not be forgotten that the use of labels can also be of benefit at various levels e.g. official or unofficial (Riddock, 2000) and the argument would be about how exactly the labels are applied depending on the requirements of the system and thus the jurisdiction. A basic argument, which simply asks whether labels are good or bad, clearly does not address the complicated nature of why they are applied (or not).

The reliance of labels in special education also affects parents and their belief in the access to resources that comes with a particular label and judging by the previous evidence in this chapter, this may be an appropriate avenue to pursue in some areas. An article in a UK newspaper highlighted the relevance of labelling in one case in London where a 13 year old student had been identified six years previous as having ‘dyslexic-type difficulties’ and ‘below average intelligence’ after assessment. However, the mother fought this, with the implication being that her daughter was offered a special school placement although this was not explicitly stated in the article, and after re-assessment the student was found to have ‘severe dyslexia’, a speech and language disorder, and being of ‘average intelligence’. As a result a mainstream school placement was offered (Morris, 2011). Highlighting this case is not so much about whether the psychologist originally erred or not but that so much emphasis was placed on a six year old assessment coupled with the label of ‘below average intelligence’ and that this was going to be the supporting evidence for placing a student outwith a mainstream school. The potentially negative social ramifications for these students are quite often given less credence than they warrant when considering labels in special education and this is specifically discussed in the next section. 

The Importance of Social Factors
‘Don’t discount them’ – this should be one of the major factors in making decisions about including children with special educational needs in mainstream schools. The question that is being asked in this section is whether this aspect is taken into consideration enough. Just how much awareness do children have vis-à-vis the labels that are used by professionals?  Consider Figure One, which exaggerates a poster showing support groups for children with particular needs in a mainstream school. The names of these groups highlight deficiencies and within-child problems and are, thus, not particularly conducive to change. The author of this chapter when working as an educational psychologist in the UK remembers groups of this type being run in schools. They are well meaning but if you are labelled ‘special’ in a mainstream school then having to participate in these groups, which usually means being removed from regular classes may not sit well with some students trying to maintain a strong social presence. Educational psychologists are becoming more prominent in facilitating these groups (Boyle & Lauchlan, 2009) but cognisance needs to be taken in order to appreciate the social aspects of being associated with special needs in this way.
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Mental Retardation Group
4pm - Room A435
Combined Mental Retardation and Low Self-Esteem Group
4.30pm - Room B321
Dysfunctional Background Group
3.30 - Room A143
Soon to be Excluded Group (PLEASE NOTE: Suspended until further notice)
3pm - A356
Angry Boys Group
4.30pm  - A12
Assertiveness Group*
4.30pm - A13
(*PLEASE NOTE: Room changed from A12 due to clash with Angry Boys Group)

Figure 1 – Well meaning but flawed programs in Special Education?

Kelly and Norwich (2004) considered the perception of pupils with special needs and how they responded to certain labels. They found that there was a difference between students who were in specialist provision over those in mainstream school, in that the latter were more aware of negative labels such as ‘learning difficulties’ than the former group. It should be noted that studies have demonstrated that students in special schools can still have high self-esteem despite the nature of their educational segregation (e.g. Boyle, 2007) but it is not clear whether this will detrimentally affect them when they leave school and ‘protection’ from society is somewhat limited. However, any negative labels that were attached to them outside of school, of which they were acutely aware, affected the students in specialist provision and arguably could instill, from an early age, a feeling of exclusion and not being a full partner in society.  Kelly and Norwich (2004) suggest that this ‘…indicates that special school pupil’s views (boys and girls) on how others saw their educational abilities as mainly positive. This was consistent with their mainly positive self-perceptions’ (p. 427). It seems that the context of the students’ inclusion in a peer group or not seems to have a bearing on how they perceive themselves and whether labels are noticed or are indeed relevant. Of course, the success or otherwise of any person’s school experience must be related to various variables, such as the quality of the country’s education system, individual school, teachers amongst others. Many factors contribute to the schooling experience for all students whether they have additional support needs or not.

From the perspective of a student the information that can be taken from a label will vary on personality and also the type of label so attributed. Connor (2000) considered the differences between students in the same school identified as having Asperger’s Syndrome and those who were not but who exhibited similar attributes. There was a difference in self-esteem from being given the label of ‘Asperger’s’ compared to a non-specific general difficulties label. The results indicated that having the former label seemed to not negatively impact on self-esteem compared to the latter and the author hypothesised that this was due to there being much more information of value attached to the ‘Asperger’s’ label (c.f. also a similar discussion of dyslexia in Taylor et al., 2010). As was mentioned earlier, it is the opinion of this chapter author that the social ramifications of certain labelling can have a detrimental effect on the self-esteem of some students. 

The social stigma of being labelled as having below average intelligence, for example, seems to be a valid concern for many students and subsequently adults in society. We, as special education, general education, psychology etc. professionals have to be aware of how far labels travel and how damaging they become as a person’s goes through life. Bernberg, Krohn, and Rivera (2006) conducted a study on labelling and subsequent delinquency and found that being labelled as a ‘delinquent’ earlier in one’s life meant that there was more chance that subsequently they would behave to the label and the more they did this then the more they came to believe that this was an acceptable and valid persona. This may also be the case in special education when a student has a label attached, whether erroneously or not, they may then fill and then become that label – their original characteristics are suppressed by the label they have been given and their new social persona takes over accordingly. 

CONCLUSION
This chapter set out to discuss some of the issues around labelling in special education and the concerns that there can be with regards to using labels for students. There is evidence that labels can be detrimental to a student’s personal development as the label can be overpowering and swallow the natural persona of the person so named  However, Kelly and Norwich (2004) indicate that there can be different levels of negativity depending upon the label that is actually used. A theme that came through in this chapter is the notion of ‘the system’ and it seems that it is necessary to exist as a form of ‘resource issuer’ centred on the judgments based on educational/school psychologist assessments and recommendations, for example. A concern was raised about a conflict of interest in the same person doing an assessment and then making a recommendation. The concern being that it is the nature of ‘the system’ that professionals have to provide labels (assessments), therefore by not feeding the machine with the necessary information would result in the redundancy of the job and thus system redundancy. 

The current situation, which is international in dimension, is that access to funds is difficult to achieve without labelling, therefore labelling is necessary but in some cases may be harmful to the human recipients of such categorisation. However, as has also been discussed in this chapter having a label can provide access to resources which may not have been possible otherwise and in some cases being given a label can provide the recipient with knowledge and a feeling of ‘ah! Now I understand why I behaved in this way’. There are no straightforward answers to the benefits or otherwise of labelling as this chapter has demonstrated. For some, having a label has really helped them understand their own characteristics but for others it has meant a difficult life of stigma and judgment. The British philosopher Hebert Spencer once said ‘education has for its object the formation of character’. Let us hope that labels, if deemed necessary, are applied appropriately and always to the benefit of any recipient.  
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